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Abstract  
 
In the 1850s in post-famine Ireland, the Irish-Gaelic language was neglected in favor of 
English which equipped speakers to be members of the United Kingdom. But, the 
agrarian society of the County Galway Gaeltacht (designated Irish-speaking region) 
remained a stronghold of the Irish language despite British imperialists. The Survival of 
Irish-Gaelic addresses the survival of the native language in the Galway Gaeltacht. While 
my work has identified several reasons for the survival in this one specific region, this 
presentation focuses upon interrelated explanations. First, the Catholic schools in the 
Gaeltacht continued to teach in Irish despite the attempts of the British-backed National 
School System to ban the language from schools. The evolution of the application for the 
establishment of a National School shows the discrimination that the Irish people faced in 
their hopes of receiving an education in their native language. Second, the Irish Literary 
Revival (1880-1920s) elevated Irish-Gaelic literacy while adding a new ingredient of 
cultural prestige which poor Irish-speakers of the Gaeltacht could not have given 
themselves with literature written in their native tongue. My research focuses on this 
interconnectedness to better understand contemporary cultural issues of incorporating 
Irish-Gaelic into everyday lives. After the Revolution, Irish literary scholar Peter Maguire 
said the Gaeltacht developed into the home of all things that are Gaelic and was an 
inspiration to the rest of the country for “Irishness” preserved in its truest form is. 
The struggles that the Irish language went through because of the lengths the National 
Education Board went to in County Galway were outstanding. But, the people of the 
Gaeltacht valued their language and heritage to the point of resurgence. The Literary 
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Revival coupled with the efforts to get Irish taught in any compacity in the National 
Schools helped to preserve the language for generations to come.  
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The greatest misfortune that ever befell Ireland has been the loss of her language. Some 
people present that the Irish language is worth nothing, has no literature. If the Irish 
language is worth nothing, why have I met professor after professor from Denmark, from 
France, from Germany, studying in the mountains of Connacht in order to learn the 
Gaelic language? And it does possess a literature or why would a great German authority 
have calculated that books produced in Irish from the tenth to the seventeenth century, 
and still extant, would fill over a thousand octave volumes? 1 – Dr. Douglas Hyde, 1906 
 
Modern Ireland is in the midst of a language crisis – the national language of 
Irish-Gaelic has seen significant downtrends in usage since the creation of the Irish Free 
State in 1922, despite government intervention. This has been an issue in Ireland since 
the English colonized the island, promoted the use of the English language, and 
demonized the use of Irish causing the number of people who use the language every day 
to fall rapidly. English began to spread throughout Ireland, but Irish-Gaelic continued to 
be spoken in the Gaeltacht. 2 It was an agrarian society whose livelihood was affected by 
the Great Famine (1846-1852) and its consequences, one of them being the neglect of the 
Irish language, was felt throughout the country. The usage of the language fell more than 
fifty percent between 1861 and 1910. The entire island of Ireland had 1,077,087 Irish 
speakers in 1861. That number fell to 553,717 by 1910. 3 The language never recovered 
after that sharp drop in usage on the East coast, but there was a portion of the population 
that continued to speak Irish-Gaelic despite the difficulties the language has been 
through.  
In post-famine Ireland, the Irish-Gaelic language was neglected in favor of 
English which equipped speakers to be members of the United Kingdom. But, the 
                                                      
1 “Dr. Douglas Hyde Thrills Audience with Message." San Francisco Call, February 19, 1906. Accessed 
April 17, 2019. https://cdnc.ucr.edu/?a=d&d=SFC19060219.2.37&e=-------en--20--1--txt-txIN--------1.  
2 Designated Irish-speaking region. These regions were officially recognized in 1926 by the newly formed 
Irish Free State.  
3 Alan O’Day and N.C. Flemming. “Language” in Longman Handbook of Modern Irish History Since 
1800. (London: Routledge, 2005). 415.  
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agrarian society of the County Galway Gaeltacht remained a stronghold of the Irish 
language despite British imperialism. This thesis will address the survival of the Irish-
Gaelic language in the West coast Gaeltacht of County Galway. There are two primary 
reasons for the survival of Irish-Gaelic. The first primary reason that will be explored in 
detail in Chapter One is the Irish Literary Revival. The Irish Literary Revival (1880-
1920s) elevated Irish-Gaelic literacy while adding a new ingredient of cultural prestige 
which poor Irish-speakers of the Gaeltacht could not have given themselves with 
literature written in their native tongue. Irish was considered the lower-class language. At 
this time, Ireland was loosely divided into three social classes: English, Anglo-Irish4, and 
Irish. The English were at the top, followed by the Anglo-Irish, which were primarily 
English-speakers. The Irish class was the lowest class and was associated with primarily 
Irish-speakers. By introducing new Irish language literature, a market for those original 
writings flourished in County Galway, with authors writing in the Connemara dialect of 
Irish-Gaelic specifically for the people of that region. The second primary reason that will 
be looked at in-depth in Chapter Two is the establishment of the National Education 
System in 1831 by the British. The school system insisted that class be taught in English 
only, not allowing any space for the Irish language. As an added issue of top of the 
language of the system, it was designed to be secular. This issue this poses is that there 
were still fears the Catholic population of the Gaeltacht held that the entire system was a 
front to push Protestantism on their populations. The evolution of the application for the 
establishment of a National School shows the discrimination that the Irish people faced in 
their hopes of receiving an education in their native language.  
                                                      
4 People whose family tree includes combined English and Irish ancestry  
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A contributing factor that will be explored as part of this introduction was that the 
western province of Connacht where the Galway Gaeltacht is located was considered 
unlivable by the British and thus there was not a large population of native English 
speakers to spread the language in the region.  
Historiography  
These factors worked together to aid the survival of Irish-Gaelic in the Gaeltacht, 
but this struggle is missing from traditional historiographies, which hitherto has been 
focused on Dublin because of its traditional linkage to Irish Nationalism and the 
revolution. This thesis will fill that gap. Little has been written on the survival of Irish-
Gaelic in Galway and this thesis will expand on history of a region overshadowed by 
Dublin in the traditional narrative of Irish language survival. First, after introducing the 
colonization of Ireland, I will explain how County Galway and its home province of 
Connacht were colonized and the effect that it had as researched by Patrick Holland in 
“The Anglo-Normans in Co. Galway: The Process of Colonization”.5 Peader O’Dowd’s 
history of County Galway will also be used in tandem to introduce the history of the 
Galway Gaeltacht. O’Dowd’s history also briefly addresses the preservation of Irish-
Gaelic in A History of Galway: A comprehensive study of Galway's history, culture and 
people. 6 He does not go into depth on the subject, leaving his analysis at the surface 
level. O’Dowd’s work is a great starting point, but I will be expanding past his initial 
observations on the preservation of Irish-Gaelic.  
                                                      
5 Patrick Holland. "The Anglo-Normans in Co. Galway: The Process of Colonization." Journal of the 
Galway Archaeological and Historical Society 41 (1987): 73-89. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25535573.  
6 Peadar O’Dowd. A History of Galway: A comprehensive study of Galway's history, culture and people. 
(Dublin: Gill Books, 2004).  
Hogan 
 
9 
Compared to the previous topics that I will address in this thesis, the Irish Literary 
Revival has been written about the most. Declan Kiberd’s Inventing Ireland: The 
Literature of a Modern Nation 7 and Richard Fallis’s The Irish Renaissance 8 served as 
my main references to the Literary Revival, providing mostly background from around 
the nation, with some mentions of Galway and Connemara. Peter A. Maguire 9 has 
written with a focus two main things: first, the population of Galway’s Gaeltacht and why 
English was not the common language simply because there were few English-speaking 
Brits in the region and second, the impact of literature written by Irishmen and women on 
the survival movement. This article specifically has provided the most insight into the 
effects of the Literary Revival on County Galway specifically. Additionally, R.V. 
Comerford’s 10 work on why the Irish language was not the language of revolution bring 
to light that the survival of Irish-Gaelic was not a working-class issue, it was a select 
group of middle- and upper-class people working to preserve Irish, which led to the 
creation of different organizations for the preservation of the language. The insights of 
the aforementioned historians are broad and written in such a way that is supposed to 
speak for the entirety of Ireland. The Literary Revival is so heavily focused on Dublin 
that the other areas of the country are lost.  By taking a focused look at County Galway, it 
opens the narrative to the West of Ireland.   
                                                      
7 Declan Kiberd. “Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation.” (Cambridge:  Harvard 
University Press, 1996).  
8 Richard Fallis, “Phoenix Resurgent” in The Irish Renaissance. (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 
1977). 
9 Peter A. Maguire. “Language and Landscape in the Connemara Gaeltacht.” Journal of Modern Literature, 
2002.  
10 R.V. Comerford. “Nation, Nationalism, and the Irish Language.” In Perspectives on Irish Nationalism, 
21. (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1989).  
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 The education system of Ireland, as with the other sections of this thesis, has been 
broadly written about with that familiar focus on Dublin. Séamas Ó Buachalla 11 and Ian 
Maxwell 12 have both written general histories of the education system that are heavily 
dotted with the policies and politics behind the scenes that made system possible. Outside 
of this, there is little written on the National School System in County Galway outside of 
a few passing statistics on attendance numbers. 
To support my argument, I supplemented the historiography on this issue with 
archival and other primary source material. During the summer of 2018 I had the 
opportunity to travel to the National University of Ireland, Galway (NUIG) for summer 
school. During my time in Ireland I was able to explore the archives at NUIG and at the 
National Archives of Ireland in Dublin. At NUI, I looked at their Bairéad Special 
Collection that contains documents on the early Irish-Gaelic revival movement and the 
Gaelic League. At the National Archives, I viewed education records from the ED/1: 
Applications for grants, 1832-c.1890. This collection holds the records for each grant that 
was filed for funding to build a national school and with these documents, I will be able 
to draw conclusions about the prevalence, impact, and opinions of the National School 
System on County Galway.  
Gaeltacht 13 
The Gaeltacht and the region of focus in this thesis, Connemara, must be defined. 
Gaeltacht is an Irish-language word that describes any predominately Irish-speaking 
                                                      
11 , Séamas Ó Buachalla. “Educational policy and the Role of the Irish Language from 1831 to 1981.” 
European Journal of Education 19, no. 1 (1984): 79. 
12 Ian Maxwell. Everyday Life in 19th Century Ireland : Poverty, Politics and the Irish People. (Stroud: 
The History Press, 2011), 219. 
13 See Appendix A for a map of the Gaeltacht  
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region where the government of Ireland recognizes Irish-Gaelic as the predominate 
vernacular of the region. 14 Connemara is one of these recognized Gaeltacht regions. It 
contains a majority of County Galway and a portion of County Mayo. 15 The Gaeltacht 
was first officially recognized in the Irish Free State post-revolution in 1926 16, but the 
tradition of speaking Irish-Gaelic, and the struggle speakers went through for its survival, 
goes back much further.  
Irish Language Background 
The Irish language is from the Celtic family of languages and first appeared in the 
3rd century AD. 17 The written language dates back to the 4th century AD using the 
Ogham alphabet, making it one of the oldest written languages in Western Europe. As 
Roman Catholicism spread to Ireland, so did the Latin language and its alphabet. Latin 
and the Irish language blended into the language that is known today.  
Brief History of Ireland  
 Ireland was invaded by the Anglo-Normans in 1169 that began the English 
colonization of Ireland that lasted for over 800 years. It was not until 1366 that the 
English first attempted to suppress the Irish language and culture. Through the Statute of 
Kilkenny, the English attempted to legally separate the colonists from the native Irish 
people with the intent of establishing English as the dominate language and culture. The 
Irish were banned from intermarrying with the English settlers, separate churches were 
created for the divided populations, and all English people within Ireland would be 
                                                      
14 "The Gaeltacht." Údarás Na Gaeltachta. Accessed April 27, 2018. http://www.udaras.ie/en/an-ghaeilge-
an-ghaeltacht/an-ghaeltacht/.  
15 See Appendix A   
16 , Peter A Maguire. "Language and Landscape in the Connemara Gaeltacht." Journal of Modern Literature 
26, no. 1 (2002): 106.  
17 Lloyd Laing. The Archaeology of Celtic Britain & Ireland C. Ad 400–1200. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), 11.  
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governed by England instead of being subject to the laws of Ireland. 18 It would be over 
200 years until the next act against the Irish people would be passed. In 1652, the Act for 
the Settlement of Ireland 19 was passed following an attempted Irish-Catholic uprising. 
Over the course of several months in 1641, the Irish-Catholic gentry gained political 
power and slowly began to chip away at the English presence in Ireland, but their plans 
ultimately failed. As a consequence of this, Oliver Cromwell passed the Act for the 
Settlement of Ireland, banishing all Irish-Catholics to the West Coast province of 
Connacht, where present-day Connemara is located. R. ní Ógáin described the event in 
which,  
All Catholics (and many Protestant Royalists) above the rank of tradesman or 
labourer were to remove themselves and their families into Connacht and Clare, 
where they were given small allotments. Any of those ordered away found east of 
the Shannon after May 1st, 1654, might be killed by whoever met them. The move 
had to be made mostly in winter. The season was very severe, and the roads 
almost impassable. Hundreds perished on the way.20 
 
The landscape of Connacht was relatively unfarmable without human intervention and 
required backbreaking labor because the soil was mostly bog, making it an undesirable 
place for the English colonizers, but the best place to send the Irish-Catholics who 
threatened English rule. The failures of the 1652 banishment lead to the Penal Laws of 
1695,21 aimed specifically at the Catholic population. Catholics were not allowed to vote, 
hold public office, marry Protestants, serve in the military, and they could not buy land 
                                                      
18 Unknown. "A Statute of the Fortieth Year of King Edward III., Enacted in a Parliament Held in 
Kilkenny, A.D. 1367, before Lionel Duke of Clarence, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland." Accessed April 25, 
2018. https://celt.ucc.ie//published/T300001-001/.  
19 "The Act for the Settlement of Ireland, 1652." Accessed April 27, 2018. http://bcw-project.org/church-
and-state/the-commonwealth/settlement-of-ireland.  
20 Seán Ó Tuama and Thomas Kinsella. An Duanaire 1600-1900: Poems of the Disposed. (Portlaoise: 
Dolmen Press, 1980).  
21 "Irish Penal Law - Statutes By Subject*." University of Minnesota Law School. March 16, 2017. 
Accessed April 27, 2018. https://www.law.umn.edu/library/irishlaw/subjectlist.  
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without a long-term lease first. 22 While both the Act for the Settlement of Ireland and 
The Penal Laws’ goal of devastating the Irish-Catholics was never fulfilled completely, 
they still had resounding consequences. First, this set the stage for why the Catholic 
religion is so important to the people of Connemara as they were treated as second-class 
citizens by the English for their faith. Second, by forcing a large number of Irish-speakers 
to the West Coast, it brought the language tradition with them. Third, because it was seen 
as such an unlivable landscape, many English people refused to move to the rural West 
Coast, and thanks to this, they had less of both a physical and linguistic presence in the 
region.   
Catholic emancipation was achieved in 1829. Since then, at least thirty-five new 
churches have been built throughout Connemara, with the largest number of churches 
being built in the 1870s. 23 These new churches lead to greater local participation in 
religion without fear of oppression by worshipping publicly, which established better 
organized and funded institutions. The second largest religion in Ireland is the Anglican 
Church of Ireland. It was established by Henry VIII in 1536, first as part of the state 
church of England, then later in 1871 it was independently reorganized as the Church of 
Ireland. The Church of Ireland made few attempts to reach the Irish-speaking populations 
and instead focused their efforts on those who spoke English.24 As a result of this, the 
Church of Ireland, compared to the Catholic Church, had less of a presence in the 
Gaeltacht areas, including Connemara. The people of these regions had found solace in 
                                                      
22 The lease needed to be at least 31 years before an Irish person was eligible to purchase land  
23 "Parishes: Dioceses of Galway." Parishes | Diocese of Galway. Accessed March 02, 2018. 
https://www.galwaydiocese.ie/parishes.  
24 "The Irish Language and the Church of Ireland." Church of Ireland. Accessed April 27, 2018. 
https://www.ireland.anglican.org/our-faith/apck/the-irish-language-and-the-church-of-ireland.  
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the new freedoms of the Irish Catholic Church and comfort in their strengthened 
community. R.V. Comerford wrote, “The principal criterion by which Irish people, in 
practice, decided whether they belonged to this collectivity [community] or not was one 
of religion. The sense of belonging from which the collectivity drew its strength was that 
of being Irish and Catholic.” 25 The newly strengthened identity of the Irish-Catholics and 
its relationship with the Irish language following the emancipation of 1829 would prove 
vital.  
Less than twenty years after the Catholic emancipation, the Great Famine hit 
Ireland. It lasted from 1845 to 1852, and devastated the island’s population. County 
Galway alone lost 124,349 inhabitants to starvation and emigration from 1841 to 1851. 26 
Entire villages in Connemara died out due to the Famine - communities that had spoken 
Irish-Gaelic for generations were now gone, substantially decreasing the amount of 
people who spoke the language. At the same time, on the East Coast of Ireland centered 
around Dublin, English came to be seen as the language of the upper class and Irish as the 
language of the lower class. Irish speakers no longer wanted to be associated with the 
language because of the stigma that had been created. English was seen as the language 
of opportunity and became the language of commerce. This forced more people to adapt 
and heavily incorporate English into their lives if they wanted to participate in the Irish 
economy. The quick turn to the English language had drastic consequences: From 1801 
to 1811, census records show that forty-five percent of children were brought up speaking 
                                                      
25 R.V. Comerford. "Nation, Nationalism, and the Irish Language." In Perspectives on Irish Nationalism, 
(Lexintong: The University Press of Kentucky, 1989). 21. 
26 Peadar O'Dowd. A History of County Galway: A Comprehensive Study of Galway’s History, Culture 
and People. ( Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 2004).  
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Irish. From 1861 to 1871, that number fell to thirteen percent of all children. 27 The 
decrease in over thirty percent was the result of the Famine and adoption of English on 
the East Coast of Ireland. Dublin had been a British strong hold for decades and English 
had been the primary language there for generations. Further, because of the Famine and 
the strains it put on the Irish economy, the English were increasingly able to assert their 
dominance over the weakened Irish population. The use of the English language became 
a necessity for participation and survival in the English colony.  
The Isolation of County Galway  
 County Galway is on the West Coast of Ireland, bordering the Atlantic Ocean. 
The landscape is mostly bog land that required generations of backbreaking labor to 
make farmable and usable. It also required the crossing of the River Shannon, which 
splits the island into East and West. There are few bridge crossing points across the river, 
adding another layer of difficulty in moving from East to West. Leaving both the Dublin 
area and the South of the country, where there were large populations of English and 
Anglo-Irish people, would require someone to pass through mountains. 28 The journey 
across the country was difficult with little reward for those who made it because the 
conditions were incredibly unwelcoming to outsiders who did not know how to work the 
land.  
 
 
 
                                                      
27 R.V. Comerford. "Nation, Nationalism, and the Irish Language." In Perspectives on Irish Nationalism, 
(Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1989) 23. 
28 See Appendix B for a topographic map of Ireland  
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“And haven’t you your own language to keep in touch with – Irish?” 29 –  
Dubliners by James Joyce, 1914 
The Irish Literary Revival  
The Irish Literary Revival lasted from approximately 1880 to 1920. Within this 
period, the greats of Ireland’s literary scene made a name for themselves. James Joyce, 
William Butler Yates, Lady Gregory, and Sean O’Casey would be inspired by their own 
Irishness to create works of literature that have stood the tests of time. They reflected 
upon Irish life and values, with a twinge of nationalism and pride that was welcome in 
the post-famine country. John O’Leary, an important Fenian 30 and literary figure, wrote 
that:  
A lasting Irish literature in English would not develop unless writers were willing 
to commit themselves to Irish nationalism. No great literature could exist without 
nationality; no nationality could define itself without great literature. If Ireland 
were ever to gain her political and cultural freedom from Britain, the Irish writers 
would have to provide the climate for it by helping create a national imagination 
which was distinctively Irish. Irish writers would write about Ireland. 31  
 
But, this pitch for Irish literature written by the Irish was not inclusive of all Irish people. 
O’Leary decided that since “the Irish language was virtually dead, Irish writers would 
have to use English.” 32 The literature that was being championed for this revival was 
strictly for an English-speaking, Anglo-Irish audience. In 1861, there were approximately 
1,077,087 Irish-speakers across the island, 409,482 alone in the province of Connacht. By 
1910, the numbers were down to 553,717 across Ireland and 217,209 in Connacht. 33 In 
                                                      
29 James Joyce, “The Dead” in Dubliners (London: Penguin, 1992). 189. 
30 A member of a 19th-century revolutionary nationalist organization among the Irish in the US and 
Ireland.  
31 Richard Fallis, “Phoenix Resurgent” in The Irish Renaissance. (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University 
Press, 1977). 5. 
32 Ibid, 6.  
33 Alan O’Day and N.C. Flemming. “Language” in Longman Handbook of Modern Irish History Since 
1800. (London: Routledge, 2005). 415.  
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50 years, the number of Irish speakers fell by more than fifty percent. Entire pockets of 
the country where Irish-Gaelic was the first spoken language were left out of this revival 
in favor the growing popularity of the English language. Gaelic literature’s long history 
makes it “the oldest vernacular literature north of the Alps, and some of the oldest works 
clearly take us back to a way of life as old or older than Homer’s”. 34 Even before the 
stories were being written down, there has been distinct Irish literature since the Celts 
arrived in the third century preserved through oral tradition. A written symbolic language 
called ogham that is associated with Primitive Irish 35 is dated back to the fourth century, 
but it was not advanced enough to record the stories. The history of the written Irish 
language goes back more than twelve centuries, where the folk tales of Cú Chulainn and 
Queen Medb of Connacht were first transcribed in Old Irish. 36 In fact, some of the 
earliest manuscripts of Irish stories date back to the late sixth century. These stories were 
preserved by the Christian monks that became famous for bringing a complex writing 
system to Ireland.  
In comparison, the legacy of the Anglo-Irish literature only spanned about two 
centuries prior to the start of the Literary Revival. The literature being produced in the 
English language by Irish writers was not taken seriously because of the prolonged view 
that the Irish were second class citizens creating subpar works. It fed into stereotypes of 
the poor and incompetent Irish peasant’s daily life on land owned by a wealthy landlord. 
The traditional themes found in the old Gaelic literature were disappearing, further 
associating the “Irish point of view” 37 with the Gaelic tales. As the nineteenth century 
                                                      
34 Ibid, 34. 
35 Date range for Primitive Irish: pre-6th century, later evolved into Old Irish  
36 Date range for Old Irish: 6th to 10th centuries  
37 Richard Fallis, “Phoenix Resurgent” in The Irish Renaissance. 32. 
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dragged on, it became clear that “literary Ireland…was poised between two traditions, 
one dead and the essentially not born yet”. 38 Post-famine Ireland had experienced the 
death and emigration of millions of Irish-Gaelic speakers and the notion of what 
“Irishness” was slowly disappearing into the British Empire. Because of this, “it was the 
grand destiny of Yeats’ generation to make Ireland once again interesting to the Irish.” 39 
The Irish Literary Revival wanted to prove that “Irish nationalism would be construed as 
something more than allegiance to dogma or political party,” 40 but it was not a 
movement that the entirety of the island would be allowed to stand behind. The Literary 
Revival was centered almost exclusively around Dublin for the Anglo-Irish of the region. 
In County Galway, the stories of an author like James Joyce would not have had an Irish-
speaking audience. For example, when Joyce wrote about Connacht in the story “The 
Dead”, it was “as a metaphor of all that is Gaelic, indeed of all that is Irish”,41 like it was 
a foreign land for people of the Anglo-Irish decadency to idealize and fantasize about. 
But, the people of County Galway would benefit from their own literary revival, written 
in the Irish-Gaelic of their home.  
 Two prominent writers, Pádraic Ó Conaire and Pádraig Mac Piarais, endowed 
“the Connemara people with the foundations of a contemporary literature, using the short 
story as the basic mode.” 42 The stories that these men wrote were set in County Galway, 
not the distant land of Dublin. Directing the literature towards the audience of Connemara 
gave it a special connection to the region. It was written in the dialect of Irish found in 
                                                      
38 Ibid., 48.  
39 Declan Kiberd, “Introduction” in Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation. (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1996). 3.   
40 Richard Fallis, “Phoenix Resurgent” in The Irish Renaissance. 11. 
41 Peter A. Maguire, “Language and Landscape in the Connemara Gaeltacht.” Journal of Modern 
Literature, XXVI, 1. (2002): 100.  
42 Peter A. Maguire, “Language and Landscape in the Connemara Gaeltacht.” 103. 
Hogan 
 
19 
the Gaeltacht of Galway and based off of the daily struggles that the Irish would have 
dealt with.  
Pádraic Ó Conaire 
Ó Conaire was born in Galway City in 1882. After completing his education, he 
moved to London to work in the Civil Service. It was here that he was introduced to the 
Conradh na Gaeilge 43 and became heavily involved as an Irish teacher and writer. He 
published his first story, “An t-Iascaire agus an File” 44 in An Claidheamh Soluis 45 
in 1901. He received critical acclaim for the story “Nora Mhárcais Bhig”, 46 
winning an Oireachtas 47 award for short fiction in 1906. It was a story about a girl 
who falls on hard times after emigrating – a very common and relatable theme 
from turn-of-the-century Ireland. Ó Conaire also published a novella Deoraíocht 48 in 
1910 and a collection of short stories titled An Chéad Chloch 49 in 1914, both of 
them being highly praised. Ó Conaire’s work can be best described as “simple [and] 
direct… about the grim reality of life in contemporary Ireland, dealing with themes 
such as poverty, emigration, isolation, vagrancy, alcoholism, despair and mental 
illness”. 50 The opening of the story “Nora Mhárcais Bhig” features some of the 
common themes that Ó Conaire frequently wrote about: 
You never saw such surprise as that of the people of Ros Dha Loch when 
they heard that Nora, daughter of Marcus Beag, was to go to England. A 
sister of hers was already over there, working, but Nora was needed at 
home. There would be nobody left after her except the old couple. The two 
                                                      
43 In English: “Gaelic League”  
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brothers she had never did any good – for themselves or for anyone 
belonging to them. Martin, the eldest one, was sent to Galway to be a shop-
boy, (old Marcus always had notions), but he wasn’t long there when he 
lost his job because of the drink and after that he joined the British Army. 
As for Stephen, the second one, there was no stopping the old fellow from 
thinking that he would make a “gentleman” of him, but when the 
headstrong lad didn’t get his own way from the father he stole off with the 
price of two bullocks sold at Uachtarard fair in his pocket. 51 
 
The characters of Ó Conaire’s stories were real and relatable; “He wrote 
largely of people whose lives were not very happy, who made mistakes, did the 
wrong thing at the crucial time, that is to say he wrote of life realistically. For 
him, there are no sinners, only unlucky ones and unfortunates.” 52 His writing was 
entirely for the people of the Gaeltacht. The lower classes that populated the 
region would have been able to relate to his tales of emigration, poverty, and 
struggle.  
Pádraig Mac Piarais 
Mac Piarais, on the other hand, was born in Dublin in 1879. He joined the 
Conradh na Gaeilge in 1896, three years after it was founded, which brought him out 
West. After studying Irish for years, he earned a degree in Modern Languages (English, 
French, and Irish). In March 1903 he accepted a position as the editor of An Claidheamh 
Soluis, which Mac Piarais held until 1909. His first story “Poll an Piobaire”53 was 
published in 1905 and was the first of more than four plays, ten short stories, 
twenty poems, and fifty-plus lectures and essays published throughout his career 
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in the early 20th century. 54 His work consistently reflected his love of Ireland and 
the pride he felt in the country and its goals of independence. His story “Brighid 
na nAmhrán” 55 featured an elderly woman from Connemara named Brighid who 
kept one of the traditions of Ireland, folk signing, alive. Her gift and perseverance 
brought her across the country to perform at an Irish festival. After sharing her 
gift, her mission is finished, and she is able to peacefully pass away:  
We didn't know what happened her until a fortnight's time after that. Here's 
how it fell out. When she heard that the Oireachtas was to be in Dublin on 
such a day, she said to herself that she would be there if she lived. She 
didn't let on to anyone, but went off with herself in the night-time, walking. 
She had only a florin piece in her pocket. She didn't know where Dublin 
was, nor how far it was away. She followed her nose, it's like, asking the 
road of the people she met, tramping always, until she'd left behind her 
Cashlagh, and Spiddal, and Galway, and Oranmore, and Athenry, and 
Kilconnell, and Ballinasloe, and Athlone, and Mullingar, and Maynooth, 
until at last she saw from her the houses of Dublin. It's like that her share of 
money was spent long before that, and nobody will ever know how the 
creature lived on that long, lonesome journey. But one evening when the 
Oireachtas was in full swing in the big hall in Dublin, a country- woman 
was seen coming in the door, her feet cut and bleeding with the hard stones 
of the road, her share of clothes speckled with dust and dirt, and she weary, 
worn-out and exhausted. She sat down. People were singing in the old style. 
Brígid ní Mhainí from Rossnageeragh was called on (for we had entered her 
name in hopes that we'd be able to send her). The old woman rose, went up, 
and started Conntae Mhuigheó. When she finished the house was in one 
ree-raw with shouts, it was that fine. She was told to sing another song. She 
began on the Sail Og Ruadh (The Red Willow). She had only the first line 
of the second verse said when there came some wandering in her head. She 
stopped and she began again. The wandering came on her a second time, 
then a trembling, and she fell in a faint on the stage. She was carried out of 
the hall. A doctor came to examine her. ‘She is dying from the hunger and 
the hardship,’ says he. While that was going on, great shouts were heard 
inside the hall. One of the judges came out in a hurry. ‘You have won the 
first prize!’ says he. ‘You did’—. He stopped suddenly. A priest was on his 
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knees bending over Brigid. He raised his hand and he gave the absolution. 
‘She has won a greater reward than the first prize,’ says he. 56 
 
 But despite the care and effort Mac Piarais put into his Irish-Gaelic 
writings, he was still an outsider to the community. He also published under the 
name “Patrick H. Pearse,” his English birthname that was used as he became more 
involved in the movements of the Irish Revolution and used to sign the Irish 
Proclamation of Independence. There was a purpose for his decision. He gained 
political credibility by using his English name and simultaneously gained the 
respect of the people of the Gaeltacht while publishing under his Irish name. 
Because “Mac Piarais portrayed Connemara and the Connemara people in a Gaelic 
which was derived largely from the idiom of Connemara Gaelic,” 57 it was still 
authentic and designed with the audience of the Gaeltacht in mind. Mac Piarais 
wrote with a style that kept the settings consistent in the Gaeltacht with characters 
that “realistically depicted Connemara people engaged in their daily activities”.58 
This was something that both Ó Conaire and Mac Piarais excelled at. The first-hand 
experience both men had with the Gaeltacht made their writings accessible to those living 
there in a way that would not have been possible for an Anglo-Irish author.  
Conradh na Gaeilge 
Both Ó Conaire and Mac Piarais worked closely with the Conradh na Gaeilge, 
frequently having their stories published in their journal An Claidheamh Soluis because 
“they were geared largely to an audience of [Conradh na Gaeilge] Gaelic League 
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enthusiasts, seeing the West of Ireland from the Leagues ideological viewpoint”. 59 
Conradh na Gaeilge was founded on July 31st, 1893 by Eoin Mac Néill, Douglas Hyde, 
Eugene O'Growney, and Luke K. Walsh, among others which quickly “became the 
leading institution promoting the Gaelic Revival, placing a particular emphasis on 
encouraging the speaking of Irish, and on providing modern literature in the 
language”. 60 The Manifesto of the Conradh na Gaeilge explicity stated that “Ireland’s 
language is one of her most priceless National Treasures, that the language must not be 
permitted to die, and that it is the imperative duty of this generation to revive and 
reestablish it” because “Irish to-day is not a picturesque antique, but a real and living 
issue in Modern Ireland”.61 Irish nationalism underscored the fervor behind the 
movement because “if they [Irish-speaking regions] fall, Irish is dead and with it will die, 
beyond a doubt and beyond redemption, Ireland’s nationhood”. 62 To preserve the 
language through the on-going Literary Revival, the platform of the Conradh na Gaeilge 
contained specific goals. Point number six of the Objects of the Conradh na Gaeilge 63 
stated that, “The publication and distribution of books and pamphlets in Irish, or relating 
thereto.” 64 This was made a feasible goal through point number seven which read that, 
“The publication of the Gaelic Journal, a magazine devoted exclusively to the objects of 
the Gaelic League and issued mainly in the Irish language”. 65 This is the magazine that 
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evolved into An Claidheamh Soluis, which Mac Piarais edited for six years and was 
frequently published alongside Ó Conaire. By having an established space for Irish 
language writings, the Conradh na Gaeilge housed a growing collection of original and 
translated documents and stories to circulate around the country. The creation of An 
Claidheamh Soluis also leads into point number nine, which reads “To inform the 
public on questions relating to the movement by contributions to magazines and 
journals.” 66 These publications were a way to keep supporters of Conradh na 
Gaeilge informed and up-to-date on aspects of the movement from around the country. 
Point number ten also hoped to keep the larger public informed by maintaining “The 
collection of the oral Gaelic literature, consisting of folk tales, poems, songs, proverbs, 
riddles, &c., still extant among the people.” 67 The final point, number eleven, is related 
and states, “The free grant of Irish books to branches of the League that cannot easily 
obtain them otherwise.” 68 The accessibility of materials was very important to the 
Conradh na Gaeilge. The leaders of the movement understood that the materials 
necessary for the language to be properly preserved, they needed to be readily available. 
By providing this service, Conradh na Gaeilge also cut out the issue of the cost of Irish 
language materials. The people that spoke Irish would have been lower class and most 
likely unable to afford luxuries like books written in their native language. By offering 
free reading material, the Conradh na Gaeilge worked to raise the literacy rate of Irish-
Gaelic readers.  
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While the Conradh na Gaeilge was based in Dublin, it sought to build a strong 
connection with Connemara and other Irish-speaking regions. This was for a few 
different reasons. First, Conradh na Gaeilge wanted to ensure that the populations that 
spoke Irish on a daily basis were reinforced and encouraged to keep using the language. 
The Manifesto said that “the number of Irish speakers in Ireland was decreasing at the 
appalling rate of 27,000 a year.”69 By strengthening the communities that utilized Irish 
the most, Conradh na Gaeilge hoped to minimize the damage and eventually reverse the 
loses of previous generations. The second reason that the Conradh na Gaeilge were 
heavily interested expanding in the West was because it was seen the home of everything 
that “Irishness” was and it was “that part of Ireland sanctified by the fact that Gaelic is 
still spoken there”.70  This is because “the Gaeltacht developed, in the eyes of many Irish, 
from a source of love songs and religious songs to the home of all that was Gaelic, all 
that was of spiritual value, and that was ultimately the best in Irish life.” 71 The literature 
that authors like Ó Conaire and Mac Piarais produced showed the honest truths of life in 
the Gaeltacht of County Galway. By embracing the honestly and simplicity of the 
writing, the Conradh na Gaeilge were able to latch on to the traditional Irish themes and 
market them to the entirety of the island as an example for what Irish literature written by 
those who identify as Irish should look.  
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 “We [the National Education System] are quietly but certainly destroying the national 
legend, the national music and the national language of the country”. 72 Patrick Keenan, 
1856 
 
The Irish National Education System  
 
General History   
In 1831, the British established a national system of education in Ireland by which 
“no country had been the recipient of such educational generosity at the hands of colonial 
masters.”73 This so-called “generosity” and service the British provided was really a new 
way for the colonizers of Ireland to assert their dominance over their claimed territory. 
Prior to 1831, there was no established education system in Ireland. Instead, private 
schools called “hedge schools” were the most common form of schooling. They were 
created in the wake of the Penal Laws 74 as a way to for the native Irish to receive the 
education they craved. The hedge schools have been described as “a collection of poor 
students and a teacher holding class in a ditch or hedgerow, with one of the pupils serving 
as a look-out for law officers.” 75 These teachers had not typically attended university or, 
in some cases, even secondary school which led to the quality of the education varying 
from hedge school to hedge school. This form of schooling was commonly found in the 
more rural and Catholic regions of the country. The second most common type of school 
found in Ireland were created by Protestant organizations mainly for the purpose of 
converting Catholics. These children were “to be instructed in the English tongue and the 
formularies of the established Church of Ireland.” 76 These schools “aimed to provide a 
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means of educating the children of Catholics ‘before the corruptions of popery have taken 
root in their hearts’, and to produce Protestant wives for English settlers who in the past 
had married Catholics because they had no choice.” 77 The main goal of these schools 
was to isolate both boys and girls from any influences their parents or home parishes 
could have on them as they grew up and as a result of this, they were typically located in 
remote, rural areas. These schools were supported by the Crown of Great Britain and 
received government funding until the establishment of the National Education System in 
1831.  
Compared to the incredible short comings and cruel intentions behind the British-
sponsored Protestant schools, the hedge school system greatly contributed to the 
intellectual standing of the Irish. Edward Wakefield, a British politician, was impressed 
by the strong desire the Irish had to learn, writing in the early nineteenth century:  
Labourers in England can plough the land or make a fence in a manner which 
would astonish the Irish, but they are so boorishly stupid that it is difficult to 
converse with them and they seldom trouble themselves about anything beyond 
the precincts of their own parish. But the Irish, with less skill in manual 
operations, possess more intelligence, they are shrewd by nature, and have a most 
anxious desire to obtain information. 78 
 
The oppression and limitations that the Penal Laws had placed upon the Irish instilled this 
strong commitment to learning in them. It is estimated that by the mid-1820s there were 
between 300,000 to 400,000 specifically Catholic children being educated in hedge 
schools across Ireland. 79 The Irish commitment to education informed “this background 
of haphazard education and falling standards of living that the Irish system of National 
Education was founded in 1831 under the direction of the Chief Secretary, E.G. 
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Stanley.80” 81 This system established a national network of primary schools. 82 £30,000 
were given to the Commissioners of National Education in Ireland (the organization’s 
official title) for the purpose of establishing schools across the country to educate the 
public. 83 Funds were allocated for the construction of proper school buildings and for 
teacher training to move past the hedge school model. Surprisingly, considering the 
previously separate Catholic and Protestant rudimentary education systems, “the 
curriculum was to be secular in content, though provision was made for separate religious 
instruction as specially stated times.” 84 The biggest critics of the National School System 
were the religious institutions who spoke out against secular education. The Church of 
Ireland was worried about losing their influence over education and did try to maintain an 
independent private school network, but eventually closed due to lack of funds. Similarly, 
the “Presbyterians were concerned at the restrictions placed on the use of the Bible and 
the limited rights of minsters of denominations different from that of the majority of the 
pupils.” 85 Finally, the Catholic population was still worried that the entire National 
School System was not secular, but actually a conversion organization at its core. The 
worries of these three different religions did lead to private denominational schools under 
the direction of an official associated with the specific faith that tuition would typically 
be paid for.  
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The legislation of the National School System required children up to age thirteen 
to attend school, and by 1880 employment of children under the age of ten was illegal. 
Regardless of these laws in place, school attendance was still sparse and inconsistent. For 
example, “according to evidence given to the Powis Commission 86 between 1868-70 
only 33.5 per cent of pupils made an annual attendance of 100 days, and from 50 per cent 
to 65 per cent in some counties were found unable to read or write.” 87 These 
shortcomings began the first system of government sponsored examinations of students. 
The exams would determine the amount of state funding that a particular school would 
receive for that year. The system was set for each school year as follows: 
Every pupil was examined in reading, writing and arithmetic. Those in third 
standard were examined in grammar and geography as well. In fourth and higher 
standards, pupils faced tests in agriculture and girls in second and all higher 
stands were examined in needlework. To be eligible for examinations a pupil had 
to have made one hundred attendances during the year. The inspector examined 
each pupil and awarded a mark: number 1 was a pass and 0 meant failure. The 
Education Office then worked out from these marks the amount of payments to be 
made. 88 
 
While the results varied from region to region, the illiteracy levels fell from fifty-three 
percent in 1841 to eighteen percent in 1891. 89 Thanks to the steady increase in literacy, 
“there is now scarcely a farm-house or working-man’s home in all the land in which the 
boy or girl of fifteen not the young man or woman of twenty-five, cannot read the 
newspapers for ‘the old people’ and transact their correspondence”. 90  
 If students that finished primary school wished to continue their education there 
were few options. The students that were able to continue their education would have  to 
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attend institutions that were run by religious organizations because a national secondary 
education system was not established at the same time as the primary shool system. 
Secondary education was finally nationalized in 1878 through the Intermediate Education 
Act and they followed a system similar to the primary schools of payment-by-results to 
make them widely affordable and available. Secondary education included English 
grammar and mathematics like primary education, but there was a large focus on foreign 
languages for the extra subjects that students could study. Students could take exams in 
Latin, Greek, German, French, and Irish to earn marks towards the completion of school. 
Because school was only required until age thirteen, students at the secondary level had a 
little more freedom in the courses they wished to take.  
Ireland and the Irish Language in Education  
 
 The original legislation of the National Education System in 1831 did not include 
any provisions for children who spoke only Irish. By 1851, according to the Census, 
about 319,600 children spoke only Irish and about 1.5 million children were bilingual 
with proficiency in English and Irish. Years later, in 1884 it was revealed through a letter 
from the Chief Secretary of the National School System that “the anxiety of the 
promoters of the National System was to encourage the cultivations of the English 
language and to make English the language of the schools”. 91 While this statement was 
written fifty-three years after the establishment of the National Schools System, the 
policy that governed the system since its creation very clearly followed this set of beliefs 
on the superiority of the English language. One of the few education officials that wanted 
to address the issue of the education of the children of the Gaeltacht was named Patrick 
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Keenan. He made the bold (for the time period) statement that there are areas “where all 
social communication is carried on in Irish and where in short few or none of the adult 
population know a word of English, the language of the National Schools, the books, the 
teaching, etc., are entirely English.”92 An issue for future generations is that English 
being the only language that classes in national schools were taught in. Children would 
be discouraged from speaking Irish and would instead increasingly choose to speak 
English in the future because it would be more valued and encouraged in school settings.  
 Irish as a component of the curriculum was not introduced until 1878 after intense 
lobbying by The Society for the Preservation of Irish Language. The Society argued that 
“Any system of national education must be regarded as incomplete that does not provide 
for the teaching of the nation’s language therefore an opportunity should be afforded all 
Irishmen of having their children taught their native tongue.” 93 Following this campaign, 
Irish was allowed to be taught as an extra subject, outside of the regular school hours and 
to students who had reached fifth and sixth standards only. This did not satisfy everybody 
who was involved in the fight to have Irish be taught in schools. A new organization, 
called the Gaelic Union, formed in 1880 with the goal of having Irish-Gaelic become an 
ordinary subject, not just an extra one. The proposal was rejected, with comments from 
the Commissioners of the National Schools saying that Irish was “a non-essential subject 
upon which no sensible teacher would dream of spending any of the limited time of the 
four-hour formal day.” 94 This statement from the Commissioners summed up their 
policy of “reluctant toleration.” The British and non-Irish speaking members of the 
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National School System board did not entirely support the use of Irish in the classroom, 
but because there was a strong grassroots movement behind they allowed for Irish to be 
taught to older students. The Commissioners were not willing to make any additional 
concessions on the language.  
 Irish was only allowed to be taught as an extra subject and as a result, it did not 
have a large reach. By “the end of the century the number of schools seldom rose above 
1% of the total and the total number of pupils examined never exceeded 2000 out of a 
total enrollment of 800,000”. 95 Additionally, there was no official program to train Irish-
Gaelic teachers at until 1897. It was not until then that Irish was introduced as an optional 
course at the teacher training college. Before the introduction of the new course, there 
was no standard for how the language was to be taught across the country. This posed a 
threat to its preservation because students had the potential to learn Irish incorrectly and 
inaccurately.  
Language of instruction was not the only used within the schools – a “climate of 
cultural imperialism was promoted by the Commissioners by mean[s] of programs and 
textbooks which diminished the Irish child’s knowledge and awareness of his own 
country.” 96 It was highly likely that a child from rural Ireland would be better able to 
identify the geography and place names of India than of Ireland itself because “the 
textbooks produced by the Commissioners were so devoid of national content or 
sentiment that they were successfully exported without change for the schools of 
Australia, Canada, the West Indies and New Zealand.” 97 The school system anglicized 
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the students that went through it. The students were forced to neglect their Irish language 
skills to learn and preform in English. This sentiment is echoed by Dr. W. J. M. Starkie, 
98 who said “I fancy few practical educationalists will deny that the National Board were 
guilty of a disastrous blunder in thrusting upon a Gaelic-speaking race a system of 
education produced after a foreign model and utterly alien to their sympathies and 
antecedents.”  
The early 20th century education system was dominated by the Conradh na 
Gaeilge. They were not only an organization that was invested in the Literary Revival, 
but they also understood the importance of preserving Irish through the schools. They 
launched a new initiative called the New Programme with two goals: Irish would be the 
language of instruction where it was the language spoken at home and Irish would be 
taught as an ordinary subject, during the school day. After a debate at Westminster, the 
Conradh na Gaeilge made some concessions on their original plan, but what they 
received was still a huge step forward for the teaching of Irish-Gaelic. Following the 
debate, Irish could be taught to any grade level as an extra subject, and further, if it did 
not interfere with the other subjects being taught, it could be taught during the school day 
as an ordinary subject. Due to this change, 105 schools offered Irish in 1899 and that 
number rose to 2018 by 1903. The Conradh na Gaeilge did not stop there with their fight 
for Irish language education in the schools. In 1900, Reverend M. P. O’Hickey wrote a 
pamphlet titled “The Future of Irish in the National Schools”. He advocated for evolution 
in the education system that would be more localized, but would not lose its 
effectiveness. One example for the necessity of this, he wrote is that “the course of 
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instruction that would be adapted to a school in the city of Dublin, or Belfast, or Cork, 
would not be at all suited for a rural school. The course that would suit the schools of an 
English-speaking district would be worse than useless in the schools of an Irish-speaking 
district.” 99 He continued on to advocate for a strong Irish language program that was 
instilled at the beginning of the primary level and was backed by the Conradh na Gaeilge.  
Education and the Implementation of the National Education System in County Galway 
On the West of Ireland – including in places like County Galway – the education 
system took longer to establish itself. Famine-prompted emigration increased the push for 
education because they were, 
…most anxious to have their children educated. The necessity and important of 
this has been brought them forcibly to their minds by the letters constantly 
received from young persons who have emigrated to America. Those who went 
out ignorant, write home saying that want of education has prevented them [from] 
succeeding like others in the New World; and those who were fortunate enough to 
have received a good education before they emigrated, attribute to that fact the 
success which has attended their exertions among the ‘Go-a-head’ Yankee people. 
100 
 
There was support for and against the National Education System since its 
implementation in 1831. The process to apply for a grant for a school was just an 
application that was endorsed by prominent members of the community requesting the 
funds. Early versions of the application featured only eighteen questions in 1833 
compared to seventy-two by 1884. The questions grew more detailed, for example, 
requiring the specific martials that the school house was constructed out of to the minute 
details of the supplies available to the future students. If one thing was out of place it 
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would be grounds for funding of the school to be canceled. This was the cost of public 
education – to continue to receive funding for their teachers and supplies they needed to 
follow the rules set out by the National Education Board. In a rural community like 
Connemara, education was important, but the infrastructure of the region was been 
lacking.  
 The National Archives of Ireland houses the application records of the National 
Education Board. Mountbellow, Co. Galway was one of the first schools to submit an 
application in 1834. 101 From its application, it is clear the school wished to follow the 
secular rules of the National Education System by denying religious ties in responses to 
questions about religion in the school. 102 Beyond the two questions that mentioned 
religion, the focus of the application is on the well-being of the future students of the 
school. But, just because those who submitted the application represented a group that 
supported secular education does not mean that it was the only point of view in the 
Mountbellow community. A letter written by J.O. Burke addressed to M.D. Bellow and 
dated August 20th 1834 argues against the secularization of the schools and that there is 
no place for “any schools where the scriptures are not admitted unmutilated,” 103 and that 
he is in favor of a Catholic system. A similar application is seen from Dunmore, Co. 
Galway in 1833. The application itself it almost identical, but the letter attached to it 
shows a different story. A man named Martin Loftus sought the support of a local 
Protestant clergyman for the establishment of a National School. Instead, the clergyman 
                                                      
101 See Appendix E 
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replied, “we ought not support any system of Education where the indiscriminate reading 
of the Scriptures is not the basis of the education of the people.” 104 It took a few years 
after the establishment of the National Schools for there to be arguments over the value 
of religion in education in County Galway. The Catholic hedge schools were common in 
the rural areas where the Protestant population was miniscule. Moving religionout of the 
education system was not going to happen overnight just because the system was 
designed to be secular. There were concerns about the National Education System in 
Corrofin, County Galway on the basis of religion as well that lasted from 1832 to 1834. 
The application itself contains the same questions as the one submitted by Mountbellow 
in 1833,105 but the correspondence that is associated with this application shows there 
was continued concern about the new education system. On July 13th 1832, John Coneys 
wrote to Pierce J. Blake saying that he is unsure of his position on the National School 
System because he “heard many objections made to the National System of Education 
proposed by government”. 106 The next day, July 14th, there is record of Blake responding 
to a letter about the “only Protestant in the Parish”. 107 It is just a lone line in a letter that 
is otherwise illegible, but it shows how there was concern about the involvement of 
Protestants in the formation of the National Education System.  
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 The application from the Claddagh for their second school in the area in 1852 
shows an increase in the number of questions that were asked concerning religion. 
Questions 51, 52, and 53 were all new in this application. Question 51 asked: “What 
arrangements have been made, or are proposed to be made, for the Religious instruction 
of the children, either in the school house or elsewhere?” 108Question 52 asked: “Are they 
such as to not interfere with or impede with the secular business of the school?”109 
Finally, Question 53 asked: “Are they satisfactory to the Parents and the Children and 
publicly notified?” 110 As with the majority of County Galway, the population of the 
Claddagh was mainly Catholic, but there was such a strong fear of one religion winning 
over the other that the process of applying for a National School became more 
complicated. The town of Roscrea applied for funding using the same version of the 
National School application as the Claddagh. 111 John Lynch of Roscrea was nervous that 
the establishment of a National School would pull students away from the Catholic-run 
schools, ultimately leading to less practicing Catholics in the area. 112  
It was not just the Catholics who feared the establishment of the National 
Education System. Protestants were already the minority in Connemara. John 
O’Callaghan of Callownamuck was aware of the disproportionate numbers of Catholics 
to Protestants in the schools. In a letter, O’Callaghan wrote about his fear of the 
possibility of a National School that was run by a Catholic priest, writing:  
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the system of Nl. (National) Education is opposed in principle & practice to the 
diffusion of the knowledge of the word of God, and that if the Commissioners 
sanction his application they will only afford additional proof that the National 
Board is a ready & powerful weapon in the hands of Romish priests whenever 
they wish factiously to oppose the Irish Clergy in the discharge of their bounden 
& conscientious duties'. 113 
 
This fear is consistently present regardless of the fact that the application for a National 
School ensures secularism. 114 
While it did not matter if the person applying for the school was Catholic or 
Protestant, they all used the same application which had them vow to create a secular 
institution. The deep history of animosity between the two largest religious groups of 
Ireland were strengthened through the changes of the school system. The Catholics were 
still wary of a Protestant-run school because of the conversion boarding schools that were 
explored earlier. The Protestants were cautious regardless of how much power they held 
as the leadership of Ireland since they were the minority population. This “fear” of 
Catholicism by Protestants in the Catholic-dominated region shows a larger fear of the 
characteristics associated with “Irishness”.  
Irishness does not have one clear definition, but components of it would include 
following the Catholic Church, engaging with Irish folk tales and music, and especially in 
the Gaeltacht, speaking the Irish language. By creating a secular school system, it would 
give another opportunity for the British colonizers to further separate the Irish population 
from one of their hallmark traits of following Roman Catholicism. The school system 
also provided the opportunity to push the English language upon Irish-speaking 
populations. One recorded instance of this occurred in the Claddagh community of 
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County Galway. A letter included with the application 115 said that the “population has 
grown up ignorant of the English language” 116 so a National School was needed in the 
area to correct this issue. The evidence in support of an English-language school was that 
there were “early and improvident marriages” 117 and that by learning English, the 
children will become civilized enough to “intermarry with the surrounding people or fit 
them for situations in the navy or merchant vessels.” 118 This “civilizing” language was 
used by the British to push the English language upon Irish speakers. English was the 
language of the British-dominated East and the economy, but it was still the common 
tongue in Connemara for trade and socializing. But to paraphrase what Patrick Keenan 
said, the National Education System was created to destroy the final shreds of a national 
identity in the country. 119 The note that was attached to the application shows how there 
was a percieved need for the English language in County Galway, but it does not show if 
there were any attempts to create a bilingual school for the students of the Gaeltacht so 
they could learn advanced topics in their native language alongside learning English so 
they would be able to participate in the economy in the future. There were plans created, 
as was explored earlier, that created entire curriculums where students would be educated 
in English and Irish. These resources were completely ignored. The only option presented 
is to completely get rid of the Irish language because it was uncivilized and holding those 
who spoke it back in society. The education system was used to rid children of things that 
were once considered truly Irish, but were viewed at the traits of savages under British 
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colonialism. The British used the National Education System to anglicize children with 
the hopes that they would become outstanding British-ruled subjects in the future.   
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Conclusion  
 The downtrends in the usage of Irish-Gaelic in the post-Famine country were 
frightening. An entire language peoples’ native language was nearly wiped out through 
imperialism and emigration. In County Galway however, the usage of the language 
regardless stayed strong. While there were attempts to stamp out any usage of the 
language enacted by the commissioners of the National Education System, they were 
unsuccessful because the people of the Gaeltacht were so deeply connected to their 
language. These same people also did show that it was possible for the English and Irish 
languages to co-exist in the same space in the school system as Irish was slowly rolled 
out as a course option across the country. Similarly, the Irish Literary Revival 
demonstrated that there was an enthusiastic market for literature written in the Irish 
language. This revival occurred alongside the one occurring on the East coast – the 
revival of respect for Irish authors who wrote in English. These events together helped 
the Irish language find stable footing with the people of Connemara, who became a 
bilingual society, speaking Irish for their heritage and English to participate in the 
modernizing world.  
As Ireland continues to struggle with the drops in Irish language usage are 
consistent year after year, it seems almost impossible for the language to survive in the 
future. Nonetheless, there is hope for it. It has been preserved in the written word 
effectively, however, preservation through spoken word is not as strong. The Irish 
education today does require Irish language classes in primary and secondary school, but 
the program has not been entirely effective in the way its creators had hoped in raising 
the rates of daily speakers. As time moves on and teaching techniques continue to 
improve, Ireland may one day see an Irish-Gaelic revival like that of the late 19th century. 
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The language’s history shows it is incredibly resilient and has a rich history that still need 
to be shared.  
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Appendix A 
 
   
The areas shaded green are officially recognized Gaeltacht areas around Ireland.  
 
Attribution: By The original uploader was Angr at English Wikipedia. - Transferred from 
en.wikipedia to Commons., CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=3532749  
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From: NASA Earth Discovery. "Topography of Ireland." Map. February 2000. 
https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/5343/topography-of-ireland.  
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Manifesto of the Gaelic League. 1907. G03/1/5/5/367. Bairead Collection, on behalf of 
the National University of Ireland, Galway Archive, Galway, IE.  
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The Gaelic League Objects and Means. 1900s. G03/1/5/5/315. Bairead Collection. 
National University of Ireland, Galway Archive, Galway, IE.  
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Mountbellew/ 'Mount Bellew Bridge Application', County Galway, male. 30 Aug 1834. 
ED/1/33/50. ED/1/33/50. National Archives of Ireland.  
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Correspondence from J.O. Burke to M.D. Bellow. 29 Aug 1834. ED/1/33/50. National 
Archives of Ireland. 
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Dunmore, County Galway, male & female 30 Aug 1833. ED/1/33/34. National Archives 
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Correspondence from John Orr to Martin Loftus. 30 Aug 1833. ED/1/33/34. National 
Archives of Ireland.  
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Corrofin, County Galway, male & female 08 Sept 1834. ED/1/33/16. National Archives 
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Correspondence from John Coneys to Pierce J. Blake. 13 July 1832. ED/1/33/16. 
National Archives of Ireland. 
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Correspondence from Pierce J. Blake to an unknown recipient. 14 July 1832. ED/1/33/16. 
National Archives of Ireland. 
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Claddagh No. 2, Galway City, female. 02 June 1852. ED/1/34/152. National Archives of 
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Correspondence from John Lynch to Mr. Flannelly.  4 Dec 1852. ED/1/34/164. National 
Archives of Ireland.  
Hogan 
 
82 
Appendix O                    
Hogan 
 
83 
Hogan 
 
84 
Hogan 
 
85 
 
Correspondence from John O’Callaghan. 26 Nov 1853. ED/1/33/143. National Archives 
of Ireland.  
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Callownamuck/ 'Collinamuck', County Galway, male & female. 29 Nov 1853. 
ED/1/33/143. The National Archives of Ireland.  
 
Hogan 
 
90 
Appendix Q
Hogan 
 
91 
Hogan 
 
92 
Hogan 
 
93 
 
Claddagh, County Galway, male & female. 18 Feb. 1845. ED/1/34/51. The National 
Archives of Ireland.  
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“Extract from the Report of the Galway Bay Fishing Committee relating to the want of 
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